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Current Biology 27, R1037-R1059, October 9, 2017 extraction from the oceans and the sea fl oor is threatening marine biodiversity and requires protection based on a profound understanding of how marine communities are connected to each other and to their environment.
In September 2016, the World Conservation Congress, held at Hawaii by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) passed a resolution calling on governments to set apart 30% of oceans as 'highly protected' areas. Currently, only around 2% of the oceans are protected. However, China and Japan were among the minority of countries opposing this resolution as too ambitious. On the other hand, E.O. Wilson has argued that 30% is not enough, and called for half the ocean area to be protected.
Our island in space
On September 15, 2017, the spacecraft Cassini plunged into the atmosphere of Saturn, where it must have evaporated within minutes. After a spectacularly successful 13-year stay in the Saturn system, the craft had run out of power and NASA decided on the 120,000 km/h kamikaze crash partly out of fear that leaving the craft parked in orbit might lead to it falling on one of Saturn's moons. Titan, which was explored by Cassini's companion probe Huygens, and, more surprisingly, the much smaller inner moon Enceladus, have in recent years emerged as two of the most promising sites for extraterrestrial life in the Solar System.
Essentially, the reasoning behind this decision was island biogeography on a much larger scale. Life in the Solar System may have originated in one or several places, including Mars, Earth, and several of the moons of the gas giants. Dispersal of species between planets is even harder than between remote islands in the oceans, but it is not impossible and has been discussed ever since suspected traces of life were found in the Martian meteorite ALH84001 in 1996.
The busy traffi c of robotic probes from Earth to other planets and moons carries the risk of dispersing terrestrial species to our neighbours in space, which then might complicate the task of fi nding out whether any DNA-based life-form we may fi nd elsewhere got there by natural dispersal or by human traffi cking. Seen this way, the Earth is nothing but another island of life in the generally inhospitable vastness of the Universe.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at Oxford. He can be contacted via his web page at www.michaelgross.co.uk 
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Current Biology 27, R1037-R1059, October 9, 2017 R1041 remember is Mike pacing in the back of the room with nervousness as his fi rst graduate student gave their fi rst talk. My postdoctoral advisor, Richard Mooney, was also very supportive and helped me form an independent research program and move to a tenure-track position. He was amazing as he still continued to do experiments and we would sit for hours late at night collecting data and talking about science and life. I try to follow their examples by emulating their mentorship and support of students.
In addition to my academic advisors, my interactions at the Marine Biological Laboratory (MBL) have also been very infl uential to me. When I was in graduate school, Mike Nusbaum encouraged me to apply for the Neural Systems and Behavior (NS&B) course at the MBL. That course was instrumental in my career as it showed me a larger community of neuroscientists; particularly those interested in how the nervous system produces natural behaviors. I met colleagues with whom I am still in contact and began to understand the importance of collaboration and networking. I was able to go back and teach on the NS&B course for several years, which was a great honor. It was totally exhausting, but very fulfi lling and stimulating.
As a postdoctoral fellow I returned to the MBL as a 'Grass Fellow'. The Grass Foundation is a non-profi t organization that supports neuroscientists, and provides funding for a few young scientists to do independent research in the summer. My summer as a Grass Fellow again increased my scientifi c network and provided more opportunities for me that have been instrumental in my career. I am currently a trustee for the Grass Foundation and am honored to be able to help provide continued support of young neuroscientists.
What do you fi nd most exciting in your fi eld? This is an exciting time to be a neuroethologist -someone who studies how the nervous system produces ethologically relevant behaviors -as there is a rich toolbox available to dissect complex behaviors and the neural circuits underlying those behaviors. For example, I study how the nervous system of song birds learns and maintains song. Using molecular tools we can now selectively target subpopulations of neurons and ask how that infl uences song learning.
We can also manipulate and analyse the behavior using computational tools. This is in a system in which genetic manipulations are not as readily available as they are in fl ies or mice. I think some of the fundamental future advances in understanding of how the brain works, and fails to work during disease states, will come from unlikely places and in systems that are not obvious.
You have a research project in Ecuador, how did that start? The project in Ecuador began when I was teaching in the NS&B course. One of the co-instructors, Eric Fortune, had read a short paper by Nigel Mann and Peter Slater about the remarkable behavior of a duetting wren that was located in Ecuador. Both Eric and I are interested in sensorimotor processing in the brain and the wren provided a very interesting model for us, as the behavior requires sensorimotor integration across two individuals. That year, Eric and I were both on sabbatical so we decided to try to study how activity in the nervous system of these birds is coordinated so that two individuals produce the behavior of a duet. That fi rst trip was so much fun as we had to set up equipment at a fairly remote fi eld site to perform electrophysiological experiments. We spent hours chopping through bamboo, setting up nets, and trying to catch the wrens. These wrens are very smart birds and seemed to out-wit us every day. It seemed like we were able to catch almost every other bird in the forest except for the wrens. We fi nally caught birds a week before I was returning to the US and were able to get fabulous data. Our fi rst 'laboratory' was a shack out behind the fi eld station with a dirt fl oor, no door, and plywood walls. I discovered quite quickly that doing experiments outside was very different than in a building; it gets really cold at night and we had to protect the prep from large insects that were attracted to our lights. We found that both male and female birds respond best to the duet song, in comparison to either the male or female parts alone, which suggested an evolutionary adaptation for duetting. One of the colleges I work for, Scripps College, is an all-women's college and really liked the fi nding suggesting that the females lead the song.
How did you decide to become a teacher/scholar? The simple answer is that I was offered a job. As I came from a liberal arts college, I saw that model as a possibility for a career. I also enjoyed teaching so when I started applying for jobs I applied to both RI institutions and liberal arts colleges. I knew I wanted to do some research as well as teach, so I only applied to liberal arts colleges that supported research.
What advice would you give people that would like to teach and do research with undergraduate students? The landscape has changed a great deal since I started to apply for positions. When I applied I did not have any formal teaching experience. I had taught in the NS&B course, but had never taught a full class. I had no idea what making a syllabus was like or what should be in it besides the general outline of the course. Now many applicants for tenure-track positions have teaching experience and training, in addition to excellent scholarly activities. Because the applicant pool has shifted it has become more important for people thinking about working at a liberal arts college to get teaching experience, in addition to having good publications. My other piece of advice is to take the teaching talk/demonstration seriously when you interview.
